Mills famously amended the standard historical materialist theory of class. While not denying there is a ruling elite, and that the largest corporations were crucial among its constituents, he added two institutional orders: the top brass of the military and what he termed "the political directorate"-those perched at the pinnacle of national politics. At the same time, he offered a controversial judgment. If the criterion of class was power, Congress was relegated, in his schema, to the middle levels of power. Underlying his idea of class rule was the concept of historicity. And ownership and control of the decisive means of material production represented a central but not exclusive constituent of class power.
Even the composition of the ruling elite may be in flux. For example, in the era of the national security state, the military plays a much more powerful role in the constitution of the political directorate than at any time in US history. This has been the case since the Cold War and its permanent war economy and continuous foreign wars. The professional politician who challenges the military-industrial complex is not likely to win a place, let alone the key place in national political power. Similarly, the key powers with the corporate capitalist sector are no longer large industrial production, corporations such as autos, and steel. We now live in the thrall of finance capital: principally investment banks and large insurance corporations. They call the tune for both domestic and offshore investment, both at the level of capital goods such as machinery and durable consumer goods like autos and housing. The open question today regarding the role of large corporations is the position of the giants of the new media. Are they creatures of finance capital? Or are they a separate sector that, given their wealth and cultural reach, constitutes an independent power center?
In this perspective, workers and their organizations become classes when they bid for power and propose to upend existing relationships and their force is great enough to cleave society. Such was the Egyptian protest. Had it refused to disperse after the fall of Mubarak and successfully neutralized the military-which had temporarily supported the uprising-it could have secured power. However, its internal divisions were too severe, so it permitted the military to win political hegemony. At this writing, the Turkish popular struggle to capture urban space is not concluded. Its ostensible goal, to protect a park from government plans to privatize much of it, has begun to escalate into a demand that the religious party's prime minister step down. The popular forces are mostly secular. Will they forge a coalition that bids for political and social power?
Antonio Gramsci has suggested that class power is the expression of a "historic bloc" rather than of a single formation. The bloc usually consists of diverse social formations. The Russian, Chinese, and Cuban revolutions were actually coalitions whose members disagreed about the direction of the revolution, but united around the objective of overturning the prevailing oligarchies. Similarly the French and American uprisings were comprised of disparate and even antagonistic formations. The Parisian proletariat joined the bourgeoisie that promised equality. When that promise was betrayed, a section of the subalterns formed the "Conspiracy of Equals," whose leader, Gracchus Babeuf, was executed in 1797 by the counterrevolutionary Thermidor. Again, after the British were vanquished by 1781, the struggle about the constitution among the American rebels devolved around issues of whether to have a lower and upper legislature, an independent Supreme Court, and, above all, a series of rights that protected the citizenry against the arbitrary powers of the central government. The outcome of these struggles was never truly resolved; power, however, resides, to this day, in the hands of a ruling bloc that has successfully relegated workers, the middle class of small entrepreneurs to, at most, middle levels of power in states and local communities, and, then, only for limited periods.
